Hands on: Although women comprise a large proportion of science graduates, their careers progress less well than for men. New statistics are hoped to help address the issues of career development. (Picture: Science Photo Library.)
Data on the distribution of research funds reveal that male applicants are consistently slightly more successful than female applicants. The exceptions to the rule were Denmark, Ireland, the Netherlands, Finland, Cyprus and Iceland, while women have the lowest funding success rates in the UK.
Jo Turner, a laboratory scientist at the pharmaceutical company Pfizer in the UK, has written that universities create far more barriers for women scientists than industry. She started her career in academia, working as part of an ecology research group linked to Kent University. But after a fiveyear career break to raise her family, she found she was in effect shut out. "I just couldn't get back in." She retrained in molecular biology but found that going into a new area she had to start at the bottom. She believes that women need a boost after a career break. "There should be some sort of network, even if it is just a phone call from someone telling you that you can do it," she says.
The figures tracing the progress of academic research careers
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Push to bolster women's careers
One of the biggest obstacles to women's research careers is ignorance about their status compared with men. New efforts in Europe are hoping to gather the vital statistics and opinions needed to inform policy. Nigel Williams reports.
Research gender: New efforts by the European Union to gather comparable statistics on the numbers and status of women researchers reveal big differences between sectors and states on the proportion of women employed.
I r e l a n d P o r t u g a l G r e e c e F i n l a n d Flaminia Sacca, head of research at Rome's La Sapienza University, says that "the bosses tend to see male researchers as being more professional. It is when they need help with non-scientific and more administrative-style activities that they turn to women researchers," she says.
The Athena Project, a UK initiative to advance the role of women in academic science, questioned more than 2,000 scientists and engineers of both sexes in universities. The survey found women sat on fewer committees and held fewer positions of authority. Almost 40 per cent of respondents had allmale interview panels for their current posts. And men were significantly more likely than women to have been promoted to a senior lecturer or reader position without having gone through an official application process. But the survey did not suggest a lack of women's ambition: across all academic grades, a higher proportion of women than men wanted to move into senior management. Thirty per cent of women taking a career break experienced difficulties returning to work. Contact with the department, flexible working hours and childcare were most frequently cited as helping the transition back to work.
The results highlighted a strong sense of injustice among female scientists. Almost half of all female respondents said women were disadvantaged in terms of promotion, and 39 per cent felt they were more likely to be paid less and given less access to career development. Male scientists did not agree with these perceptions. Only 10 per cent felt female scientists were at a financial disadvantage and 16 per cent felt their promotional prospects were unequal. In the face of these perceptions more statistics and hard data can only be a good thing for women and policymakers seeking to address the gender inequalities.
